"THE MEDIUM IS THE MASSAGE"
We had considerable difficulty in appreciating what H. Marshall McLuhan is getting at until there seemed to be a glimmer of insight at a recent Conference on "The Place of the Patient in Undergraduate Medical Education", held in Saskatoon.
As the Conference strove to contrive ways and means of motivating the medical student to 'keep at it' during the years of basic science instruction, various suggestions for introducing the student to a patient who illustrated the purpose and meaning of the basic science teaching were made, and the thought occurred to us that perhaps the medium is the message here. Perhaps it is not any specific body of knowledge to be conveyed from teacher to student in relation to the patient that is important, as much as simply exposing the student periodically and not too infrequently to suffering people throughout his medical training -some would even advise that this would be appropriate in premedical courses, possibly in relation to genetics, to philosophy, to literature. The medium then is the sick person and nothing can be substituted adequately to convey the message that for future doctors this is the raison d'etre of their profession.
It is similarly part of the message to be conveyed in professional training that one cannot always, and only, do what is interesting, novel or intellectually gratifying in one's professional life. For this reason we have some reservations about excessive opportunity for electives in undergraduate professional training.
Two or three eminent medical schools have reached the conclusion, after experi menting liberajly with curricula in this way, that there is need to convey, through the medium of the curriculum structure itself, the message that there is a disciplin ing requirement to tackle difficult, little understood, immediately unrewarding and time-consuming tasks that mimic some aspects of most physicians' professional work in the future.
We repeat that we are not sure that we understand McLuhan's message but it appears we could examine our medical, and particularly our psychiatric, under graduate and post-graduate courses to see what messages we are conveying by the mode of our teaching. F.C.R.C.
